A gaggle of neurology residents shuffled into the waiting room and sat at the round table beside me. Outside, large flakes of snow drifted past the seventh-floor window. I lay on the couch, under my parka, and eavesdropped.
"He has the classic symptoms of a left frontal lobe brain tumor. He's gregarious. Energetic. Charming. Watch how he tries to make you laugh. That showmanship behavior corresponds exactly to a tumor in this region, here," said the chief resident, pointing to a diagram before him. "He's 62 years old, a former investment banker, very well educated and able to cover his deficits better than most."
They were talking about my father.
They had no right ascribing his behavior to his tumor. He'd always been charming and gregarious. He'd always made people laugh. He wasn't gregarious because of a tumor-it was who my father was. I was furious. How could they reduce my father to a tumor?
I lay there, paralyzed, rendered mute by a bunch of doctors who knew nothing about my father, who hadn't bothered to ask me or my sisters or aunts who he was, who he'd always been. They made assumptions about my father based on their knowledge of neuroanatomy, not on their knowledge of the man.
I felt too overwhelmed to say anything.
And then these doubts overtook me: What if, now, my father was acting as himself not because he was himself, but because of the tumor? How would he be acting if the tumor were elsewhere in his brain? Could the tumor grow so much that he no longer seemed my father? How would this disease take him from us-piecemeal, or all at once?
᭜
The next day-the day after Christmas-after 6 hours, many cups of coffee, and a whopping argument about telephone calling cards, our family, wired from waiting, jumped when the loudspeaker blasted, "The family of David Ready to Conference Room C. The family of David Ready to Conference Room C." We trooped into the surgeon's conference room and squeezed together on one couch, facing a blackboard with an empty chair posted in front of it.
There we sat, my two sisters and two aunts and I, edgy and nervous, looking to each other, and then away, each of us sipping air, afraid to breathe. I could tell by the surgeon's face, his body language, that he had hoped to tell us something better. He had hoped that he wouldn't have had to sit with us all in this muted, padded room and tell us near the worst. The worst would have been that he'd died during surgery. He didn't tell us that, I reminded myself.
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The news we could take in was so minimal: My father was alive. He had the worst kind of brain cancer. The surgeon had removed all he could.
We thanked Dr. Miller, who assured us we could sit there as long as we needed, before he walked away with heavy limbs. "Not yet. He's coming in later. Going to introduce me to some of his colleagues."
He looked good. You could see the wiry energy that ran under his skin, kept him aggressive on the playing field and in business, that electric charm which pulled both men and women to him. But there was an edge to it, a worry that he was in deep this time.
"We'll find out what you need to do from the nurse. Don't be in too much of a rush, Dad. You're already ahead by at least 4-5 days as it is," I cautioned.
"I want to beat it. I want to beat all of this, damn it. Get me my clothes. I want to take off this hospital suit." "Let's check with the nurses, Dad. Let's not push it too hard."
"We got to push this one hard, girls. We got to."
᭜
The nurses said he had to have both a physical and an occupational therapy evaluation before he could leave. He could have them both tomorrow, just 2 days after neurosurgery, if he felt up to it. Maybe he could get out over the weekend. Dr. Miller would have the final word on that decision. Dad could have his bandage removed later that day, and then we could put on his own clothes. Putting clothes over the gauze might prove difficult.
We brought him the news from the nurses. My aunts had arrived and discovered him back on Neuro. Elation filled the room. We radiated hope. Dad was our hometown hero, defeating the odds, our David against the Goliath of cancer. If anyone could do it, he could.
We weren't there when they took off the gauze. They did it at night, after we went home, because when we came in Friday morning, it was off. On the left side of his face, all the way from his ear, up along his hairline, over to the middle of his forehead, he had a scar, held together by big metal staples. My sister Louise, easily queasy, said hello and then left for a "cup of coffee." I sat down beside him and inspected the scar.
"Looks good," I said. "Not at all red. Does it itch?" "Not much," Dad answered. "Kind of like Frankenstein, huh?" "It will fade," I said. "What's on today's agenda?" "Getting out of here." "What's the hurry? Food's probably better here than you'll get at home with us cooking."
"Christ, you're right. Forgot about that," he said, smiling.
Auntie Kit was worried we were pushing him, that he was trying to be strong and show off for our sake. I could see how it might be true, but I didn't see how it could hurt him. My father always performed better in the presence of spectators.
Later that morning, I took him downstairs for his physical therapy evaluation. He dressed in street clothes, his usual turtleneck with V-neck sweater, wide-wale corduroy pants, LL Bean loafers-new. He had the same irritated air as I wheeled him in his wheelchair that he had when I drove him through city traffic.
